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American Institute of Certified Public Accountants

Relating to the Public

The statement contained in the following
pages was prepared by the Planning Com
mittee of the American Institute of Certified
Public Accountants for the information of
Institute members.

Relating to the Public

I
Members of the American Institute
of Certified Public Accountants re
gard public relations as one of the
Institute’s most important functions.
This is evident from answers to a
questionnaire which the committee on
structure sent to a sample of the mem
bership early in 1966.
Concern with public relations is not
unique to the membership of AICPA.
Organizations of every sort today seek
“good public relations.”
But the material of public relations
work (ideas) is subjective. The prod
uct (opinion) is intangible. And at
tainment of the goal (change in
attitudes) is difficult to predict and
impossible to measure exactly even
after the event. So it is little wonder
that, in the name of public relations,
activities are often undertaken which
are so vaguely defined as to be use
less as a guide to planning or as a
standard against which to measure
performance.

The aim of this paper is to help the
Institute avoid vagueness in its own
thinking on public relations and to
provide a frame of reference for ac
tivities in this field.
The purpose of public relations is
to gain the support of the public, or of
significant segments of it, so that an
organization can achieve its objectives
most readily and completely. This
cannot be done, over the long run, by
attempts to “sell” a company, or an
association, or anything else, regard
less of its merits. It is done by relating
the entity, whatever it may be, to the
public. The relating may require
changes in the entity’s own attitudes.
And since the public is constantly
changing both in composition and in
its concerns, and the entity itself is
likely to be changing, the relating is
a continuing task.
The position taken in this paper is
that public relations involves, funda
mentally, two elements—first, action;

second, communication. Stated an
other way, an organization desiring
good public relations must first de
serve respect and confidence, and
then must try to gain attention for its
work and ideas.
To the extent possible, external
communication by the accounting
profession should reach the general
public, among whom are the people
who vote and who write letters to
government officials, editors and com
panies. However, the general public
is large and diverse, and most of its
members seldom have direct contact
with the profession. The attention of
people in this category is likely to be
gained only when the profession or
individual CPAs are involved in broad
issues or “human interest” situations.
On the other hand, there are nu
merous special “publics” composed of
people with some direct interest in
accounting matters, and these should
be reached in terms of their particu
lar interests, and with emphasis com
mensurate with their importance to
the profession at particular times.
These “publics” include:
1. People professionally engaged
in communicating; e.g., business re
porters on newspapers and maga
zines, other journalists in print media,
radio and TV commentators, free
lance writers, public relations practi
tioners
2.
Business executives
3.
Investors
4.
Security analysts
5.
Stock exchange officials
6. Investment bankers, commercial
bankers, and other credit grantors
7.
The legal profession
8. Government agencies issuing
regulations which affect accounting
(Securities and Exchange Commis

sion, Internal Revenue Service, Inter
state Commerce Commission, Federal
Power Commission, etc.)
9. Accounting agencies in govern
ment (such as General Accounting
Office)
10. Administrative officials and
legislators at federal, state and local
levels, including their staffs
11. Educators—in accounting, and
in the humanities, natural sciences
and social sciences
12. Students—at college, high
school and upper elementary grades,
both directly and through vocational
guidance counselors
13. The Institute’s membership
14. State societies of CPAs
15. Nonmember CPAs and other
accountants in public practice.

II
Since the purpose of public rela
tions is to help an organization
achieve its objectives, public relations
planning should begin by considering
what the objectives are.
The central objective of the Insti
tute is to serve the accounting profes
sion in order that the profession can
best serve the public.
Specific objectives which public re
lations can help attain are:
1. To enhance public confidence in
the ability of the profession to serve
society’s needs for accounting better
than could be done by any other
means
2. To increase public awareness of
the range of CPAs’ services—including
examination of financial statements
and expressing independent opinion
on their fairness; advice and consul
tation on various management prob
lems such as budgeting, cost control,
profit planning, internal reporting,

automatic data processing and quanti
tative analysis; and tax planning and
advice, preparation of tax returns and
representation of clients before gov
ernment agencies
3. To confirm recognition of the
Institute as the leading authority on
technical accounting matters and as
the organization working to develop
accounting principles most useful to
business managers, investors, security
analysts, credit grantors and others
4. To make corporate executives
aware that the well-being of their
companies and of the business com
munity involves continuing assess
ment of financial reporting practices,
and to gain their aid in obtaining ac
ceptance of principles endorsed by
the Accounting Principles Board
5. To maintain and enhance the
prestige of the title “CPA”
6. To continue to attract a growing
membership and strong membership
participation and support
7. To help attract into the profes
sion adequate numbers of highly able
people
8. To serve the public interest by
working for sound legislation and gov
ernment-agency regulations in areas
where CPAs have special compe
tence.

III
Public relations planning must take
into account not only the objectives
of an organization but its character
istics, its strengths and weaknesses
which make for public relations op
portunities or challenges.
In this respect, the characteristics
primarily to be noted about the pro
fession which the Institute serves are
its third-party relationship and the
degree of its involvement with the

public interest.
In the words of the committee on
structure, the Institute, on behalf of
the profession, “attempts a larger role
than is customary for professional as
sociations in the older professions
such as law and medicine.” The ref
erence, of course, is to preparing the
Uniform CPA Examination, and es
tablishing accounting principles and
auditing standards. These activities
are clearly charged with a high de
gree of public interest.
The audit function includes both a
third-party relationship and impor
tant elements of public interest. The
public expects auditors to be its
guardians. The desire for, and the
social utility of, such guardianship
arises from the complexity of modern
corporations, their vital role in the
economy and the divorcement of
ownership from management. These
circumstances make it essential that
the public have someone to turn to
for independent examination of man
agements’ representations. Further
more, examination by CPAs is begin
ning to be wanted in parts of society
other than business and with respect
to matters other than balance sheets
and income statements. The public
expects the persons relied on for all
these kinds of validation to have ex
traordinary integrity.
There are aspects of the profession
that cannot be called “characteris
tics,” but that need to be mentioned
in a consideration of public relations.
For example, behavior which outside
observers interpret as motivated more
by profit-seeking than by dedication
to service will make accounting ap
pear to them essentially as a business.
If this idea were to become wide
spread, accounting would not receive

the esteem accorded a profession.
Similarly, substandard work, even
by a small minority of firms, impairs
respect for public accounting gener
ally.
On the positive side, CPAs are gen
erally recognized as having special
skills, acquired through prolonged
training and valuable to individuals
and society as a whole. This gives ac
counting an aura of prestige. Also, as
noted in The CPA Plans for the Fu
ture, .. CPAs can lay claim to being
the dominant profession in the field
of business and finance, in the broad
est sense of these terms.”1 At the
same time, though, accounting does
not have the drama of courtroom con
flict or the nobility of assuaging pain;
it does not evoke the image of engi
neers building massive structures, or
of chemists and physicists pioneering
on the frontiers of knowledge. Pre
sumed to deal only with financial
numbers, it is regarded by some peo
ple as lacking excitement and even
human warmth.
IV
On its public relations front, the In
stitute has been largely occupied with
published articles that have cast
doubt upon accounting methods and
certified public accountants’ inde
pendence.
One factor in drawing the mis
trustful attention of the press has been
criticism of accounting addressed to
the public by CPAs themselves.
When criticism of a group is publicly
expressed by one of its members (by
a company director against his fellow
1John L. Carey, The CPA Plans for the
Future (American Institute of CPAs;
New York City), 1965, p. xvi.

board members, by a clergyman
against his church, by a labor leader
against his union), it attracts notice
because it is extraordinary.
It goes without saying that diver
sity of opinion and free expression of
dissent are essential marks of a demo
cratic society; they are indispensable
to the health of an organization such
as the Institute. This very fact con
firms the propriety of noting here that
some recent statements in the press,
which have deeply disturbed many
accountants, have been presented as
direct remarks by CPAs. While by no
means suggesting that CPAs refrain
from voicing criticism of the profes
sion whenever they feel it is war
ranted and necessary, the suggestion
is made that in their public state
ments or press interviews all CPAs
be mindful of the possibilities of be
ing quoted out of context or of having
the negative aspects of their remarks
emphasized at the expense of the pos
itive. The result may be that the pub
lic, unfamiliar with the intricacies of
the issues, obtains impressions which
the speaker did not intend.
With the press now giving more at
tention to accounting than it used to,
any repetition of criticism, from either
inside or outside the profession, is
likely to be reported prominently. To
avoid, insofar as possible, the erup
tion into print of dissatisfactions with
the profession, something like a “dis
tant early warning” system should be
part of the Institute’s public relations
equipment. The purpose would be
not so much just to detect incipient
dissatisfactions (since these already
come to the attention of the profes
sion fairly early) as it would be to
take prompt steps toward corrective
or protective action.

To illustrate this thought: The
growth of management services be
gan to raise questions about independ
ence several years ago. But response
was mostly in terms of flat assertion
that no conscientious CPA would be
affected by the kinds of influence the
questioners feared. In other words,
the questions tended to be brushed
off. Little or no attempt was made to
enter a serious dialogue with the peo
ple who expressed concern, to get
them to specify their anxieties or to
assign experienced CPAs to consider
various types of management service
engagements and how these might
relate to audit independence in actual
practice. Happily, moves have now
been made to reach satisfactory an
swers through direct discussion with
interested parties.
Reference is made to this situation
in order to underline the point that
although public relations is popularly
thought to consist entirely of speak
ing and publishing, a main part is
intelligent listening. Criticism which
is not obviously trivial and quibbling
should not be rationalized or impa
tiently dismissed. Instead, effort
should be made to draw out the
critic’s ideas, to consider whether
they contain even a modicum of va
lidity and, if so, to consider what
corrective measures can be taken.
There are three steps in the process
—first, identification of potential prob
lems; second, analysis of the prob
lems; and third, prompt responsive
action. Applying this pattern to the
Institute, the primary responsibility
for identification should rest on the
public relations staff. Other staffs, and
Institute committees, should be alert
to public relations factors in their
respective areas and should bring

these to the attention of public re
lations. The executive committee
should always be ready to apply itself
to problems identified by the staff
and to deal with them before they
become acute.
Almost everybody accepts as a
general proposition that the reconcil
ing of differences is facilitated by a
willingness to compromise. But many
of us find it difficult to practice this
general proposition when in an actual
disagreement. Convinced of our own
rightness, we dig in our heels and
stand to our position because not to
do so would be to “abandon princi
ple.”
There can be no argument that
true principles should never be sur
rendered. But sometimes what is re
garded as devotion to principle is
really a fear of change or an unwill
ingness to yield a privilege. (In this
connection one thinks of the resist
ance by businessmen to the enact
ment of measures, from the Sherman
Act to the Securities and Exchange
Act, which businessmen now recog
nize as beneficial. Or of the dogged
fight which organized medicine
waged against virtually all proposals
to lighten the burden of medical
costs for the masses of people—with
out stopping Medicare but with seri
ous public relations loss for the
medical profession.)
All of which is to say that the ac
counting profession’s public relations
will be aided by open-mindedness—a
willingness to listen, and a willingness
to change if convinced that change is
desirable.
A kind of “listening” useful to the
Institute would be the commissioning
of an opinion poll. It has been some
time since a measurement of this sort

was taken, and it would be helpful
to know what various publics regard
as the strengths and weaknesses of
the profession—especially to get some
idea about the effects of recent pub
licity.
V
One way to categorize public re
lations actions by the Institute is un
der the headings (a) Explanation and
Rebuttal and (b) Noncontroversial
and Constructive.
Action of the first kind will always
be needed, but it is not enough by
itself. It is limited in scope because
it is reaction to the initiative of others,
and it usually has to repeat the criti
cism it is rebutting. Like a good de
fense platoon on a football team, it is
very useful under certain conditions
but it doesn’t win many games.
The profession greatly needs pub
licity in the second category. Espe
cially valuable will be stories which
convey the thought that CPAs are in
terested in many things outside their
own work and contribute to solution
of important public problems.
Material for “human interest” sto
ries lies in the day-to-day experience
of individual firms and practitioners.
Some of it will come to the notice of
the Institute’s public relations staff in
the normal course of events. But most
of it will not, and therefore members
who see opportunities for magazine
articles or newspaper stories should
bring them to the attention of the
staff.
Magazine articles are less transient
than items in the daily press; they
give scope for developing ideas at
greater length and can be directed to
more specific audiences. A difficulty is
that articles generally take consider

able time to produce, and the public
relations manpower of the Institute
is limited. In addition, members of
the public relations staff are not
equipped to write readily, if at all, on
technical accounting subjects. A solu
tion would be for the public relations
people to outline articles which they
believe could be placed, and for firms
to assign persons in their organiza
tions to turn out first drafts. These
would be edited and polished, re
turned to the author for any correc
tion that might be required and
submitted to publications.
Publicity is obtained not only
through the printed word but also
through the spoken word, and there
should be more appearances by CPAs
on public platforms. The CPA Plans
for the Future says, “. . . CPAs talk
more to each other than they do to
other people. An analysis of public
speaking done by partners and staff
of a large accounting firm showed
that 92 per cent of all the talks were
made to accounting groups.”2 Lead
ing CPAs should be featured speakers
at meetings of such societies as the
American Bankers Association, Eco
nomics Club of New York, Economics
Club of Detroit, Young Presidents
Club, and so on. Perhaps special ef
fort should be made, particularly by
state CPA societies and chapters, to
identify members who have betterthan-average speaking ability and to
arouse their interest in making pub
lic addresses before outside groups.
Besides seeking to derive publicity
from the normal conduct of CPA af
fairs, effort should be made to ar
range events which would show

2 Ibid., p. 396.

accountants as interested in matters
beyond their ordinary work. The
broad range of CPAs’ interests can be
evidenced, also, by continuing to
have outstanding figures from other
fields as speakers at the Institute’s an
nual meetings. These meetings, in
fact, should be planned not only as
technical gatherings but as occasions
for bringing the profession promi
nently and favorably to public atten
tion.
To obtain more involvement of
CPAs in public affairs, a committee
on public affairs might be established
in the Institute with the function of:
first, examining the present extent of
CPA participation in such matters;
second, identifying situations to
which the skills of accountants could
be applied usefully; and third, con
sidering what members of the profes
sion, by virtue of experience and
interest, might serve on a task force
to study a subject and issue a report.
In discussions within the profes
sion it has been remarked that com
missions appointed in the United
Kingdom to examine issues of public
policy often include chartered ac
countants, while, in the United States,
such commissions include business
men, lawyers and educators but
rarely CPAs. This is taken as evidence
that, although CPAs have become
increasingly important not only to
business but to society generally,
awareness of their broad competence
has not penetrated the important cen
ters of policy-making in the nation.
Publicity of the kind discussed
above would help correct this. In ad
dition, though, some sort of planned
effort should be made to have leading
CPAs meet key persons in govern
ment, and to spread the word that

some of these men would be avail
able to serve on citizens’ commissions
and panels. One source of knowledge
able representatives of the profession
in public forums may be the ranks of
recently retired CPAs who, free of
the demands of active practice,
would be willing to accept speaking
engagements or appointments to com
missions.
The committee on structure de
scribed the general aim of the Insti
tute as that of being “a symbol of
distinction” for the profession. One
way an organization can regularly
present itself with distinction is by
publishing a distinguished periodical.
The Institute has an established, wellaccepted periodical in The Journal
of Accountancy. This magazine’s
circulation has grown to a present
figure of 119,000 of whom about half
are outside the ranks of public ac
counting and include teachers, execu
tives in industry, bankers, govern
ment officials and others. But The
Journal was conceived to serve the
profession by publishing chiefly tech
nical articles by CPAs, and, although
the magazine has changed with time,
it continues fundamentally in that
pattern.
Without losing sight of the basic
purpose of the magazine, its char
acter could be broadened in such a
way as to impress upon readers that
the professional society publishing it
must indeed be distinguished. Spe
cifically, the leading piece in every
issue could be an important article
by a noted economist, sociologist or
political scientist. Both for CPAs
themselves and for influential persons
outside the profession—editors, edu
cators, political leaders and others—
such a move would be a further

means of revealing the interconnec
tions of accounting with other disci
plines and areas of thought.
This suggestion raises, of course,
the question of whether such a move
would impair The Journal’s function
as a vehicle for technical writing or
would make its contents appear in
ternally inconsistent. In our view, this
would not be the result; the magazine
could continue to carry the kind of
articles it now runs. As for consis
tency, accounting pervades so many
segments of contemporary life that
making the Institute’s principal peri
odical a medium for outstanding
thinkers—on subjects bearing some
relation to accounting—would surely
not seem strained.
As a further thought, the Institute
might publish monographs on tech
nical subjects, such as are now pub
lished by individual firms. These
could include a biographical note on
the author, so that proper credit
would reflect on his firm. But since
the publisher would be the Institute,
the monographs would be appropri
ate for general use by the profession.
This is not a public relations matter
but is mentioned merely to show that
if devoting some Journal space to
nontechnical articles were deemed to
cut significantly into the publication
of technical material, ways could be
found to maintain, or even increase,
the volume of the latter.
Since it is difficult to reach the
public if the channels of communica
tion (newspapers, magazines, radio,
TV) are clogged by the indifference
or antagonism of reporters, the latter
themselves constitute a primary “pub
lic,” and press relations must be an
important part of the Institute’s pub
lic relations effort.

In this connection, the Seminars
for Financial Writers that have been
held so far have had encouraging re
ception, and the public relations staff
of the Institute plans to hold one or
two more of these seminars jointly
with state societies, then to produce
a manual to enable the societies to
conduct such projects on their own.

VI
State societies and local chapters
occupy a critical position in develop
ment of the profession’s public rela
tions, for many of the public’s impres
sions of CPAs arise at the community
level. The Institute—with its presi
dent, committee chairmen, executive
vice president, administrative vice
president, and appropriate staff mem
bers as spokesmen—is the logical
source of news and background in
formation about Institute policy and
matters pertaining to the profession
as a whole. Similarly, it is the logical
point of contact with national media.
But many public relations activities
can most suitably be conducted by
state and local groups.
A number of groups already have
extensive programs. The Institute
should support such activity (as by
supplying printed matter and other
materials) and should continue to
provide information about projects
that have been successfully carried on
by some groups and might be adopted
advantageously by others. In this lat
ter connection, state societies should
keep in mind the desirability of letting
the Institute know of successful proj
ects and of suggesting activities that
would be useful on a broad scale. On
its part, the Institute should initiate
ideas that can be implemented at the
local level.

Although this paper is a statement
of position and not a manual of proj
ects, the public relations role of the
societies is of such importance that it
is worthwhile to indicate its dimen
sions by at least brief mention of some
specific activities.
Many societies have speakers’ bu
reaus. Well-prepared, well-delivered
public addresses are a means of in
creasing awareness of CPAs and of
their contributions to society. The
Institute has prepared some “pattern”
speeches and should continue to do
so. When state society executives
learn of speeches which have been
particularly well received, they should
forward them to the Institute to be
made available more widely. Ac
counting itself provides material for
talks of general interest, but speeches
need not be on accounting subjects
alone. CPAs as citizens have views on
many matters and, as responsible pro
fessional persons, they can appropri
ately present these views to various
audiences.
Societies and chapters send news
releases on their activities to local
newspapers and periodicals. Such re
leases not only contribute to public
awareness of the profession but can
lead to acquaintances with reporters
who are then more likely to inquire of
CPAs about news items concerning
accounting or to consider suggestions
for features. Some societies and chap
ters have set up special committees
for liaison with the press. The local
and state organizations are in position
to know which of their, members are
particularly experienced in certain
fields and are thus equipped to write
articles for trade publications in those
fields.
Students are an audience which

can be reached by local groups—
through establishing contacts with
school counselors and advisers, show
ing of Institute motion pictures,
slide-film presentations, displays at
career-guidance fairs, and arranging
one-day “accounting conferences”
during which students visit firms’ of
fices. The Institute and other national
accounting organizations participate
in recruiting efforts through the Ac
counting Careers Council. These ef
forts and those of the state societies
should be co-ordinated as much as
possible, for added effectiveness and
to avoid duplication.
The fact that some officials of cities,
counties and states are wholly con
cerned, and that others are sometimes
concerned, with accounting questions
offers CPAs opportunity to put their
special knowledge to public service.
Societies and chapters participate in
committees on accounting standards
and procedures at state, county and
municipal levels. They offer aid to
legislators (all of whom at one time
or another must consider matters in
volving accounting) by providing
data and comment.
Business groups have readily iden
tifiable interests in accounting, and
society and chapter participation in
joint committees with credit grantors,
savings and loan executives, small
businessmen’s associations, internal
auditors and others—or holding of pe
riodic meetings with such groups—
has significant public relations impli
cations.
Tax seminars, cosponsored by
chapters and local chambers of com
merce, are another means of increas
ing contacts with the business
community. Some societies and chap
ters use their annual meetings as oc-

casions for inviting businessmen and
newsmen as guests.
The Institute public relations staff
makes available to state societies re
prints of magazine articles and news
paper items, and this should be
continued. The societies constitute a
network for distribution not only of
such “third-party” comment on the
profession but of Institute-produced
pamphlets and other material. As al
ready mentioned, the staff is planning
a manual for state societies on con
ducting seminars for financial writers.
It would be useful also for the staff
to make a survey of activities which
one or another society carries on with
notable success, to determine how the
operations are conducted and to as
semble a number of such examples for
distribution to all societies as models.
The public relations work con
ducted by the Institute and that con
ducted by the state societies will often
differ in techniques and emphases,
but the objectives are basically the
same. Hence, the efforts should be
complementary not competitive, co
ordinated not compartmented. Com
munication among all concerned
should be continuous and cordial. At
Institute headquarters the public re
lations, state society, and member
relations staffs should consult together
frequently.

VII
The public relations suggestions in
the three foregoing sections may be
summarized as follows:
1. The Institute should maintain a
sensitive monitoring of attitudes
toward the profession in order to dis
cover both opportunities for favorable
publicity and dissatisfactions that
might lead to public criticism and
unfavorable press notices. Responsi

bility for perceiving opportunities and
incipient dissatisfactions should rest
mainly on the public relations staff,
but the Institute officers, committees
and other staffs should also be alert
to these matters. The public relations
director should have not only per
mission but the obligation to bring to
the executive committee, with the
concurrence of the administrative vice
president, developing situations that
he believes warrant the committee’s
consideration.
2. As part of “intelligent listening,”
the Institute should commission a
public opinion poll to determine
strong and weak points in the present
image of the profession—especially to
assess how attitudes have been af
fected by increased interest in corpo
rate reporting and by critical press
articles last year. The poll might be
the first in a series taken at intervals
of a few years and including many of
the same questions in order to discern
trends.
3. Articles and news releases in the
“Explanation and Rebuttal” category
should be prepared and issued as oc
casion requires. But emphasis should
be chiefly on the “Noncontroversial
and Constructive” category. Effort
should be made to obtain human in
terest story ideas and writing help
from the members.
4. Special events should be de
vised which have some relationship
with accounting but are at the same
time outside the area of day-to-day
accounting work and will associate
CPAs with broad public affairs.
5. Arrangements should be made
for CPAs to speak more from impor
tant platforms, to be heard more often
in the centers of public policy-mak
ing, and to be named to Presidentialand cabinet-level commissions. A

means to these ends may be estab
lishment in the Institute and in the
state CPA societies of committees on
public affairs.
6. Of all the Institute’s regular
activities, two that can particularly
contribute to the profession’s public
relations are publication of The
Journal and programing of the an
nual meeting. Consideration should
be given to broadening the character
of the magazine so that it will con
tribute to the Institute’s reputation as
“distinguished” by including distin
guished articles on accounting-related
but broad subjects. Annual meetings
should be regarded not only as occa
sions for presenting information and
exchanging views intramurally but as
opportunities for bringing the profes
sion to favorable public notice.
7. The staff should increase its at
tention to press relations; we recom
mend employment of a specialist in
this field.
8. Close co-ordination should be
maintained among the public rela
tions, state society, and member rela
tions staffs. They should give constant
attention to aiding state societies and
local chapters with public relations.

Apart from planned projects in
public relations, opportunities or
problems will arise unexpectedly. The
staff must therefore be prepared to
deal not only with the activities in
dicated above but with emergencies.
If the Institute is to perform in the
public relations area as the members
have indicated they want it to do,
additions to staff and expenditures are
essential. Enlargement of the capabil
ity of the Institute with respect to the
public relations function is clearly
desirable.
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